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Both sociolinguistics and psycholinguistics are relatively recent areas of study
and they tend to overlap. One way in which they overlap is in the selection of topics,
among them bilingualism and linguistic relativity, Studies of linguistic relativity
demonstrate that, although there are clear surface distinctions between the way
languages map physical reality, and although these distinctions may influence the ease
of memory and description, there is no evidence that these differences are
fundamental or that they prevent the formation of concepts. Concerning the question
ot how bilingualism affects language development, no final statements can ke made.
One extreme position, the balance theory, holds that each individval has only a certain
amount of language learning ability and if it is divided between fwo languages, the
knowledge of each language will be weaker. At present language testing instruments
are not precise enough to test this hypothesis. While the evidence now collected
seems to favor the balance theory, a great deal more study is needed on this
complex question. Therefore, although no one suffers cognitively by learning one
language rather than another, there will possibly be some loss in linguistic ability when
two languages are learned. Unless this is offsef by increased motivation, there will be
a loss in other subjects. Bilingual education is closely tied to a society that accepts
both languages. (JD)
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Some psycholinguistic and sociolinguistic aspects

of bilingual educationl

Bernard Spolsky

studies of the psychology and of the sociology of language
are not new, but it is only in the last tcn years ox SO that wve

car speak of psycholinguistics and of sociolinguistics as axreas

of major importance. Psycholinguistics may be dated from the ac-
tivities of a group of psychologists and linguists that led to
the publication in 1954 of a monograph called Psycholinguistics:

a survey of theoxy and research proklems, edited by the psychol~

ogist Charles E. Osgood and the linguist Thomas A. Sebeok.z So~

ciolinguistics is even never; the first confercnce devoted ex-
clusively to the field was held in 1964; its results have been
published.3 The two fields are hroad in their coverage; Dielold
was not at all unreasonable in his doubting that one can sepa-
rate psycholinguistics from the disciplines from which it has
evolved, and the topical section heads used in Saporta's reader4

suggest the breadth: The nature and function of language, ap~

proaches to the study of language, speech perception, the se-
quential organization of linguistic events, thec semantic as~
pects of linguistic events, language acquisition, bilingualism,
language change, patiiologies of linguistic behaviox, linguistic
relativity and the relation of linguistic processes to percep-

tion and cognition. Similarly with sociolinguistics. The
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topics covered at the UCLA conferenae included folk-linguistics,
linguistic change, language rlanning, urkan dialects, linguis~
tic relativity, prestige factors, writing systems, and bilingual~
ism.

with all this diversity, it is not surprising that the two
fields overlap. "The center of tlesc overlappings is of coursc
in the relation of each to linguistic theoxry. The relation of
psycholinguistics to linguistic theoxy has neen cmphacsized by
the transformationalists' intexcat in a gramiar as a preregui~
site for the explanation of language acquisition. The emphasis
given to studies of the development of language in children
oves nuch to Chomsky's ctatement of interest in the nature of
language acquisition. Much work in poycholinguistics has been
concerncd with attempting to f£ind support for grammatical hypoth~
eses. BSocioliaguistics too is most concerned with linguistic
theory, although the exact approach may range from that of those
who wish to fodify linguistic theory to fit into it the facts
of social language use, and thoge who emphaslze the distinction
between language and language use. The problem is made clear
by Chomsky when he emphasizes that, as he sees it, the task of
1inguistic theory is to deal with

an idcal speaker-listener, imn a completely homogencous

apeech~community, who knows its language pexrfectly and

is unaffected by such grammatically jrrelevant conditions

as memoxy limitations, distractions, shifts of attention




and intercst, and exrors (random or characteristic) in

applying his knowvledge of tke language in actual rerformance.
psycholinguistics, rather, is concerned in the broadest sense
with the relations ketuecn m ssages and the chars.:ierxiet s of
hunan individuals who gelec  nd interpret thcm.G It tends then
to worl more closmly with porfoxmance, as of course does socio-
linguistics vith its concern with social factoxrs in language use.
But to both fields, linguistics proper remains the link.

Another overlap has been in the selection of topics. Two
vonics of special interest to us today sihow up in each £ield:
linguistic rolativity, and bilingualizm. These are the subjectu
T want to look at in detail with you; and discuss with you theo-
retical and cmpirical data that is relevant to three questions:

1. Does it make any differcnce to your intellectual, ecmo-
tional, cognitive, development, vhether you speak one language,
or another? This is the linguistic relativity cuestion.

2. Does it make any difference to yvour development vhether
yvou speak onc language or :iorc?

3. What factors account for the development of hilingualism?

Linguistic Relativity
The notion that thought is in some vay dependent on language,
and consequently that people wao speak different languages per-
ceive reality, and think, differently is a widespread one, but
its most influential statement has been by the Zmerican linguist,

Benjamin Vhorf. In a numher of papers, many of them published
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only after his premature death in 1941,7 he states the principle
that an observer's perception of the world around kim is con-
trollad in a fundamental way by the language he gpeakg. Le
compared an Indiaw language, Ropi, with what he callcd SAE, ox
ngrandard Average European" to sce hiow each handle¢ such con~
cepts as time, space, substance and matter. SAE, he points out,
ures its verbs to plase the action in times there is a distinc~
tion betwecn past, present and future, a linear notion that £fits
in casilyv with notions of progress. Kopi, on the otker hand,
does not have tenses, hut maies statcmente about the speaker's
knovledae of validity of the ascertion, éistinguiching hetween
reporte, expecctations, and genoaral truths. ZInother area that
liag been particularly carefully studied ig that of coloxr names.
In an expedition to the Torres otraits about the beginning of
this century, the native population were asled to put come color
varns into groups that belonged togetlhicr: some of the groups
looked very odd to the investigators, who explained that the
grouping vas becausc of common namc ratier than common precep+-
tion.8 Since then, many more dctailed examples have keen
gathered and studicd. llavajo, for instance, has a single woxd
for gray and brown. Hebrew coes not have a word for blue, but
must distinguieh between sky-~blue and sea-blue. shona has the
same word for orange, red, and purple. Colorx proved useful to
work with because it is possible to give an objective descrip~

tion of the referent. Any color can be specified by reference




to three criteria, brightness, hue, and saturation. Given a
wvay of controlling physical treality', we can go ahout exanin~
ing how different languages use different vords to organize it.
By asking speakers of different languages to name all the colors
get up by this classification, ve can investigate the differences
in semantic structure. The many experiments on this principle
vould take £oo long to describe herxe bhut the conclusions of cone
who has worked on the problem a great deal are vorth quoting.
Lenneberg, who has been iavolved in the experiments from the be-
ginning9 sumg up as follows:

"phe empirical reseaxch .... indicates that the cog=

nitive processes studied so far are larxgely indepen-

dent from peculiarities of any natural language and,

in fact, that cognition can develop to a certain ex-
tent even in the absence of any knowledge of language.“lo
Basically, although there are clear surface distinctions between
the way languages map physical reality, and although there are
gome signs that these distinctions influence the ease of memory
and the ease of deseription, there is no evidence that these
differences are fundamental, or that they prevent the formation
of concepts. It is true that the Eskimo has many different
words for snow, but the English-speaking gkier ls able to ex~
press all the distinctions he needs. There is no evidence,

then, that to speak one language rather than another will any

way handicap a child's cognitive development: no evidence that
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language ig: a straightjacket preventiing thought outcide its con~

strictions.

pilingualg or Monolinguals
our question was, docs it make any difference to your devel~

opment whether you are Lbilingual or monclingual? Ore extreme po-
sition is what nas been called the balance theory: it holde

that an individual has only a certain amcunt of langu2re learning
abitity. 1If this must he divided between two languages, then

his knowledge of each language will be veaker than if he had gga*‘j -
learned only one. It is impossiple to find empirical data to | i
gettle the truth or falsity of this hypothasis, for gencrally
our language testing instruments arc not precise enough., The

majority of studics dGo however gupport the thesis, to tne ex~
tent that in most studies bilinguals have lheen shown to be
weaker than monolinguals in the common language.ll Thexre is no
clear evidence on the level of proficiency attained by bilinguals
in their other language; one study (doue in tlew Mexico a decade
or S0 ago)lz reporte that £ifty pilingual children did bettex
on the English version than on the Spanish version of the test.
There axe a number of factors which could account for thic re~
sult~-there is no evidence of the relative difficulty of the
two tests, or of the degree to which “he tests measure linguis-
tic attainment.

The problem is an important one; the aLsence of satisfactorxy

evidence highlights its difficulty. Underlying this difficulty
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is the complexity of the concept of pilingualism. Recent studies
in sociolinguistics have shown just how many kinds and degrees
of bilingualism there are. If we wish to describe the linguis~ *
tic competence and language use of a bilingual person, there A
are a number of dimensions w¢ must use. First, we would place
him ou the compound~coordinate axis proposed by Ervin and
Osgocd,la according to vhether he has one or two mneaning . 8~
tems; the pure compound bilingual is a person for vhon each
word in his second language is a translation of a woxrd in his
first, and has the samc meaning as it, vhile the purc coordinate
has two distinct systems, eachk language having been learned in
a different context. Second, we would consider what Fishman
calls the domaing of language use, asking which language he
uses in each of a number of situations (at home, at school, at
work, at church), with each of a number of interlocutors (mother,
father, older and younger brothers and sisters, grandparcnts,
uncles and aunts, intimate friends, acquaintances) wvhile dealing
vith each of a numker of topics (food, work, politics, sport,
farming). A third sct of dimenscicns would be defined by lang-
uage skill, when we would consider speaking, writing, listening,
and reading. A final set of criteria could be lincuistic, as
we clascify the bilingual's phonology, grammar, lexicon, and
centrol of style.

T+ becc.les clear then that we are including under the cover

title 'bilingual' a wide range of posSible patterns of linguis~

tic competence and language use. The study we referred to




earlier might well have heen biaced by such complexity; the
subjects could have been gquite uruged to operate in written
Spanish, or to use Spanish at school; the results of the two
tects sinply reflect this fact, znd tell us nothing akout their
relative mastery of the two languages.

what we must conclude, then, is that vhile all the cvidence
so far collected scems to support the balance theory, the notion
that if vou are learning two languages, you learn them not as
well as if vou vere lecarning only one, there is need for a great
deal more study in the light of the complexity of kilingualism.

That there arc probably psychological benefits from bilin~
gualisn (Lambert suggests that the bilingual is less likely to
be ethnocentric), and definite cocial benefits, must not klind
us to the evidence, tentative as it is, that a bilingual'’s
linguictic skill in each language is less than the monolinguals.
The cffect of this probably chows up in all arecas of school
learning, but becomes particularly marked when the bilingual is

forced to study in his weaker 1anguaqe.1‘

causes of Bilingualism
when two language comnunities come into contact, the re-
sult is usually that come members of the communities (oxr of
one community) learn a second language. There are many Ciffer-
ent forms that the resulting bilingualism can take. For axample,
all the speakers of Language A might learn Language B, while

none of the speakers of Language B learn DLanguage A. Such is
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the case on First Mesa vith Hopt and Tewa. In such conditions,
the question then is, will Language A spuxrvive? The example of

1 44
s For 250 vears, speakers of Tewa

Hano is a fascinating one.
have lived in clogse contact with Ilopi. on First Mesa: 8O close,
that there is no physical boundary between the two villages, and
for the . st 50 ycars or more there has been intermarriage.
Throughout thic time, the Teva have kcen bilingual, (ox moxe,

for the Tewa have usually provided the Spanish-, llavajo~ or
English~speaking interpretcrs and spokesmen for the Hopi village),

but no Hopi has ever learned, ox at leagt adwmitted to knowing,

rewa. The social and cultural factoxs behind this decerxve very

careful study. The most detailed study of language maintenance
[ ig that done by Fishman on a numbexr of immigrant languages in
the United States.lG He malkes clear the close relatiou Of
language maintenance (ox loss) +o such non~iinguistic factors as
urbanization, industrialization, de~athnization, and seculari-
l zation.
‘ The intcrrelation of language anc society cannot be ovex-
emphasized. In & masterful study of Inglisk spolen in New York,
t1illiam Labov has rccently shown hov closely linguistic factors
(specific pronunciations or grammaxr O lexicon) correlate with
gocio~ecconomic status.l7 The same type of stratification is to
be found in bilingual societies, but the difference of language
makes it even easier to identify than vhen one is dealing with
varieties of the same language. 2ny attenpt te change a soclety's

language must reflect a basic chap~e in the stratification o

that society.




10
pilingual education

assuming that it is decided for gocial or political reasons
to establish bilingual education, the evidence I have surveyed
suggests a number of principles:

1. HNo one suffers cognitively by learning one language
rather than anothexr.

2. put there will possibly be some loss in linguistic
ability in each language. Unless this is offset by change of
motivation, then there will be a loss of achievement in othex sub-
jects.

3. The primary factorse controlling successful second lang-
uage acquisition are gsocial; bilingual education is closely tied
to a society that accepts both languages.

pat vhatever cne might decide about kilingual education,
the evidence is clear that a student suffers by being forced to
study in his weaker languagc. Whether we offer bilingual edu-

cation or not, we seem required to offer education in more than

one language.
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